Treatment of chemical and biological warfare injuries: insights derived from the 1984 Iraqi attack on Majnoon Island.
The potential use of chemical and biological weapons, while being banned by international treaties, has never been higher than now. The current Persian Gulf crisis, and the easy availability of these weapons by "terrorist nations," makes the danger all too real. The experience derived from the Iraqi attack on Majnoon Island demonstrates the devastating effects of these weapons when used during modern warfare. Exposure to the agents used during the 8 years of the Iran-Iraq War results in a triad of injuries: skin burns, ocular damage, and pulmonary distress. Specific antidotes are available for some agents used in warfare; however, the clinical presentation following exposure to the different toxins is extremely similar, making a bedside diagnosis of the specific agent involved almost impossible. The Majnoon Island experience has shown the value of prevention, when possible, and decontamination, of both casualties and equipment. The prompt implementation of general treatment strategies, as well as specific antidotes, are paramount for the successful management of patients after a chemical weapons attack.